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(54) Supply of personalised information 

(57) An apparatus and method are provided for gen- 
erating personalised information for users of an infor- 
mation or similar system. In particular, an apparatus is 
provided with access to one or more suppliers of infor- 
mation, the apparatus including a facility for allocating 
a common reference for a particular user for use in com- 
munications between the apparatus and a particular In- 
fonnation supplier. The apparatus is also provided with 
means for recognising an opportunity to supply person- 



alised infomnatlon to a particular user and for inviting a 
selected infomriation supplier to supply personalised in- 
fomriatlon for presentation to that user, identifying the 
user with the respectively allocated common reference. 
The common reference enables a particular user to be 
consistently identified so that user profile Infomriation 
held independently by two or more entities may contrib- 
ute to the selection and generation of personalised in- 
fomriation for that user or group of users. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates generally to the 
supply of personalised information, and more specifical- 
ly to an apparatus and method for enabling user profile 
information held separately by different entities to be 
used in the selection and presentation of personalised 
infonnation to users over a communications network. 

Baclcground to the invention 

[0002] The Internet provides a means for access by 

its users to a huge variety of infomnation sources and 
online suppliers of goods and services. In addition, in- 
formation sources and suppliers have an opportunity to 
monitor the activity of users accessing them, and to use 
information so gathered to tailor their services to users* 
observed preferences. 

[0003] The Internet is an example of a globally acces- 
sible distributed file storage and retrieval system, being 
a multimedia computer communications network built 
on world-wide telephone and data networks. Over 
1 00,000 servers of various types are presently connect- 
ed to the Internet providing a publicly accessible distrib- 
uted data store. Data may be stored on a server in a 
fomn accessible using a standard Internet communica- 
tion protocol called the "HyperText Transfer Protocol" 
(HTTP). A server storing and making data available In 
this fomn is known as an "HTTP server" or a "web serv- 
er". Data files stored on web servers and accessible by 
means of HTTP are known as ^veb pages" which to- 
gether fonn the "Worid Wide Web", or simply the "WEB". 
Web pages are written using a special WEB language 
called HyperText Markup Language (HTML) that in- 
cludes a facility to create links to other pages on the 
WEB, as appropriate, and enables a user to navigate 
through infomiation on the WEB by means of such links. 
Information held on the WEB is accessible to anyone 
having a computer connected to the Internet and with 
an interest in accessing It. 

[0004] An HTTP Unifomn Resource Locator (URL) 
has been adopted as a WEB standard to provide a con- 
sistent international naming convention to uniquely 
identify the location of any WEB resource, Including for 
instance documents, programs, sound and video clips. 
The HTTP enables URL-identified files (web pages) to 
be located and transferred for reproduction at user 
equipment connected to the Internet. Underlying trans- 
port protocols, primarily TCP/IP, enable connections to 
be established, between an Internet user and a WEB 
server for example, for the intercommunication of data. 
[0005] Intemet users may access information on the 
WEB using proprietary WEB browser products running 
on personal computers (PCs) or workstations linked to 
the Intemet. WEB browsers communicate with WEB re- 
sources using standard Internet protocols such as HT- 
TP to download selected web pages. WEB browsers in- 
terpret HTML commands that were embedded in web 



pages at the time of markup by web page authors and, 
if appropriate, display those pages graphically. 
[0006] In a typical arrangement, access to the Intemet 
and hence to the world-wide web (the "web") is provided 

5 through an Internet Service Provider (ISP). A user hav- 
ing a personal computer or other suitable terminal 
equipment linked to a suitable communications networi< 
and running or having access to Intemet browser soft- 
ware may subscribe to the chosen ISPs service and 

10 thereby gain access to the ISP's servers and gateway 
to the Internet. The ISP may provide some additional 
software for installation on a PC or local client equip- 
ment, customised to communicate with that particular 
ISP's equipment and to provide an enhanced user inter- 

is face. 

[0007] It is also now possible, through a number of 
ISPs, to gain access to the intemet from a suitably 
equipped mobile telephone handset. 
[0008] It Is known In particular for commercially on- 
20 ented organisations to gather and to hold infomnation 
about people or other organisations with whom they 
transact business. Such infomiation may take the fonri 
of personal profiles or profiles relating to groups of peo- 
ple, users and customers having particular characteris- 
es tics or preferences in common. There are clear advan- 
tages in being able to adapt an interface to take account 
of the preferences of the individual or group of Individ- 
uals with whom one is dealing. This is particularly the 
case when supplying infomiation such as advertising 
30 material. 

[0009] In the context of an online medium such as the 
Internet, there are many distinct entities in a position to 
capture information about particular users' preferences 
and habits from the contact they have with those users. 

35 This is particularly the case with Intemet Service Pro- 
viders (ISPs), search engines and other web portals fre- 
quently accessed by known users. Such entities are in 
a position to monitor the types of infomnation regularly 
accessed by those users, the times of day and the du- 

40 ration of typical online sessions, for example. Informa- 
tion so gathered can then be used in future to tailor the 
user interface provided whenever those users access 
web pages belonging to those entitles. For example, po- 
tentially interesting advertising material may be targeted 

45 at particular users or groups of users. Advertisers will 
pay a premium to ensure that their advertising material 
is exposed to a particular preferred audience. 
[0010] However, entities operating In a competitive 
environment are reluctant to share orothenwise disclose 

50 infomnation they have gathered about particular users. 
Indeed it may be against the user's wishes for infomna- 
tion to be disclosed to other parties, for example by the 
user's ISP. Even though there may be two or more en- 
tities cooperating to provide an online service to a user, 

55 it is difficult for them to make use of profile information 
held separately in order to maximise the usefulness and 
relevance of the overall service provided to the user. For 
example, a retailer holding advertising material for pres- 
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entation to users may rely upon a third party such as a 
user's ISP to expose that advertising material to those 
users, but the retailer will be aware that competing re- 
tailers also use the ISP for advertising. The ISP Itself 
may be interested in the information that each of the re- 
tailers hold about the ISP's subscribing users to ensure 
that Its web pages always contain infomnation of partic- 
ular relevance to its users. The different and often com- 
peting interests therefore limit the opportunities for ex- 
ploiting user profiles across two or more entities for the 
overall benefit of a respective user. 

Summary of the invention 

[001 1 ] According to a first aspect of the present inven- 
tion there is provided a method of accessing personal- 
ised infomnation for presentation to a user of an infor- 
mation system, comprising the steps of: 

(i) identifying at least one supplier of personalised 

information; 

(ii) allocating a unique identifier for use with said at 
least one supplier of personalised Information in 
identifying said user; 

(ill) sending a message to said at least one supplier 
of personalised Infomnation Inviting the supply of 
personalised infomriation in respect of said user, 
identifying said user in the message using said 
unique identifier; and 

(iv) receiving, from said at least one supplier of per- 
sonalised infomnation, at least a pointer to person- 
alised Infomnation for presentation to said user. 

[001 2] According to this first aspect of the present in- 
vention, a process is provided that may be implemented 
on a server of a communications service provider such 
as an ISP, in communication with one or more third party 
entities such a retailers or other suppliers of infonnation, 
to enable particular users or groups of users to be con- 
sistently identified so that any user profiles stored by the 
communications service provider and by third party sup- 
pliers may be used in a way that makes effective overall 
use of such profile information for selecting suppliers 
and for generating personalised infonnation for presen- 
tation to those users. In particular, neither the service 
provider nor a third party infonnation supplier needs to 
have any knowledge of the contents of each other's user 
profiles. The method enables an infomnation supplier to 
generate infonnation that the user is likely to find rele- 
vant and of interest, but without disclosing details to an- 
other party to the process of their own profile data about 
that user. 

[0013] Preferably, novel and Inventive aspects of the 
present invention are associated with a user's commu- 
nications service provider as that party is generally best 
placed to obtain and to communicate personalised in- 
formation to the user, being the intermediary in most of 
the online communications activity initiated by the user. 



[0014] According to a second aspect of the present 
invention, there is provided a method of generating per- 
sonalised information for presentation to a user of an 
information system, comprising the steps of: 

5 

(1) Storing, with a first server of said system, a user 
profile in respect of said user; 
(ii) storing, with a second server of said system, a 
further user profile in respect of said user; 
10 (lii) allocating a unique identifier for use in identify- 
ing said user in communications between said first 
and second servers; 

(iv) identifying an opportunity, by said first server, 
according to said user profile, to supply personal- 
is ised information to said user; 

(v) generating, at said first server, a message for 
sending to said second server Inviting the supply of 
personalised infonnation to said user, identifying 
said user using said unique identifier; 

20 (vi) generating, at said second server, in response 
to said message, according to said further user pro- 
file, at least a pointer to personalised information for 
presentation to said user. 

25 [0015] The method according to this second aspect, 
may be implemented within an information system to en- 
able generation of personalised infomnation involving 
two or more servers and making use of user profile in- 
formation held separately by those servers, without 

30 need for details of respectively held user profiles to be 
exchanged between those servers. 
[0016] According to a third aspect of the present in- 
vention, there is provided an apparatus for accessing 
personalised information for presentation to users of 

3s said apparatus, comprising: 

an interface for accessing at least one supplier of 
personalised infonnation; 

means for allocating a unique identifier for a user in 
40 respect of a supplier of personalised infonnation; 
and 

means for requesting, from a supplier of personal- 
ised information, at least a pointer to personalised 
information for presentation to a user, identifying 
45 said user in said request using a respective allocat- 
ed unique identifier for said user. 

[0017] Embodiments of the invention will now be de- 
scribed in more detail, byway of example only, and with 
50 reference to the accompanying drawings of which: 

Figure 1 is a diagram representing a typical known 
an-angement for accessing the Internet by means 
of an Internet Service Provider (ISP) server; 
55 Figure 2 is a diagram Illustrating the known use of 
aliases by users when communicating with online 
or offline entities; 

Figure 3 is a diagram showing an ISP server mod- 
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ified to include features according to preferred em- 
bodiments of the present invention; 
Figure 4 is a flow diagram showing steps in a pre- 
ferred process for establishing a common identifier 
for a user; 

Figure 5 is a flow diagram showing steps In a pre- 
ferred process for establishing a common identifier 
for a user as part of an offline process for supplying 
an offer to (e.g. mobile phone) users of an ISP; 
Figure 6 is a flow diagram showing steps In opera- 
tion of a preferred process for supplying personal- 
ised information to a (e.g. mobile phone) user of an 
ISP; and 

Figure 7 is a flow diagram showing steps in opera- 
tion of a preferred process for supplying personal- 
ised infomnation to a user of an ISP where two co- 
operating entities, other that the ISP, are involved 
in the supply of that infomnation. 

Overview of the invention 

[0018] An overview of preferred embodiments of the 
present invention will now described with reference to 
Figures 1 to 3. In this overview the present invention will 
be described in the context of an internet-based sen/ice, 
basic access to the Internet being provided to users 
through the services of an Internet Sen/ice Provider 
(ISP) such as that of the present applicant whose inter- 
net service trades under the name of "BT Internet'. 
[0019] Referring firstly to Figure 1 , a diagram is pro- 
vided showing a representation of a typical known ar- 
rangement by which users may gain access to the In- 
ternet 105 from terminal equipment 100 and hence to 
infomnation hosted on web servers 1 1 0 belonging to var- 
ious types of infomnation supplier. Users (100), particu- 
larly individual users and small business users, typically 
gain access to the Internet 1 05 by subscribing to an In- 
ternet access service provided by an Internet Service 
Provider (ISP) (115). ISPs (115) may provide software 
for Installation on a subscribing user's personal compu- 
ter (PC) 1 00 or on a local client computer to which users 
have access from basic temninai equipment 100, to ac- 
cess the ISP's server 115 and internet gateway. User 
equipment 100 may communicate with a chosen ISP's 
server 1 1 5 by means of a communications network 1 20. 
The communications network 120 may support a range 
of possible communications options, from a simple dial- 
up method of connection to use of an "always-on" con- 
nection such as an ISDN connection, or Digital Sub- 
scriber Line (DSL) technology. 
[0020] There are now ISPs offering Internet access to 
mobile telephone users, the user's temninai equipment 
in that case comprising a suitably equipped mobile tel- 
ephone handset 1 02, or a mobile interface to a lap-top 
personal computer. Internet access is now becoming 
available from mobile telephone handsets arranged to 
operate with a General Packet Radio Service (GPRS) 
enabled network or with a so called "third generation" 



network, with the mobile handset running a particular 
type of browser software providing a Wireless Applica- 
tion Protocol (WAP) interface. 
[0021 ] As mentioned in the introduction above, the us- 
er's ISP together with other infomnation suppliers 110 
may monitor a user's online browsing activity and build 
up a profile recording the types of information that the 
user most frequently accesses, together with other in- 
fomnation derived about the user that may enable the 
ISP or an infomnation supplier 11 0 to improve their serv- 
ice to that user. Such profile infomnation may. for exam- 
ple, be used to ensure that a greater proportion of po- 
tentially relevant and personalised infomnation is pre- 
sented to the user whenever the user accesses the 
ISP's server or an infomnation supplier's web site. In 
general, each online entity, be it the ISP or a particular 
infomnation supplier 110, identifies the user by a differ- 
ent identifier, be it an IP address for the user's terminal 
equipment 100, or an identifier the user supplied on reg- 
istering with an infomnation supplier 110. 
[0022] Referring to Figure 2, a diagram is provided to 
illustrate the point that a particular User C typically com- 
municates with different entities, for example with a sup- 
plier A and an ISP B, using different respective identifi- 
ers U^Q and U^Q. Supplier A may generate a table of 
user profile information 210 indexed using whatever 
identifier it is able to recognise particular users by, for 
example identifier U^^ in respect of User C. Similarly, 
the ISP B may generate a table of user profile Informa- 
tion 215 indexed using the identifiers by which it recog- 
nises its subscribing users. In the case of the ISP, the 
identifier U^c ^^r User C may be an identifier provided 
by User C on first subscribing to the internet access 
service provided by the ISP B, or an IP address, tele- 
phone number, etc. 

[0023] Referring to Figure 3, a diagram Is provided 
showing, in particular, a representation of the functional 
features of an ISP server 300 arranged according to pre- 
ferred embodiments of the present invention to supply 
personalised infomnation to users (100) of the ISP. The 
ISP server 300 includes some conventional features 
such as a communications interface 305 to link the ISP 
sen/er 300 to both a communications network 120 for 
connection to users (1 00) and to provide a gateway to 
the Internet 1 05, and a user interface module 31 0 to pro- 
vide at least an ISP-specific "home" page giving users 
(100) easy access to various online infomnation and 
services to which the ISP has arranged access. In ad- 
dition, the ISP sen/er300 is provided with a user access 
monitor 31 5 for use in gathering information on user ac- 
cess to the ISP's own pages and to the Internet 1 05, not 
only for compiling user profiles for storage in a user pro- 
file store 320, but also, in preferred embodiments of the 
present invention, for identifying opportunities for sup- 
plying personalised infomnation (325) to users (1 00). Ac- 
cess to potential suppliers 1 10 of personalised infomna- 
tion is provided by means of a supplier interface module 
330. 
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[0024] Supply of personalised information to users 
(100) Is controlled by an Information personalisation 
module 325, arranged with access to the users (1 00) via 
the user interface module 310 and to suppliers via the 
supplier interface module 330. In particular, the infomia- 
tlon personalisation module 325 may use output from 
the user access monitor 315 together with respective 
user profile information from the user profile store 320 
to identify opportunities during a user's intemet brows- 
ing activity, or at other times, to supply personalised in- 
fonnation to that user. Information personalisation mod- 
ule 325 may also respond to requests by suppliers 110, 
or other external sources such as content providers, to 
obtain personalised information in respect of a specified 
user (100) and to make it available to that user (100). 
[0025] Infoimation personalisation module 325 is fur- 
ther arranged to generate and store, in the user profile 
and identifiers store 320, unique identifiers for particular 
users (100) for use in respect of a potentially relevant 
infomiation supplier 110. Such identifiers (320) enable 
users to be consistently Identified by suppliers 1 1 0 when 
communicating with the ISP without either entity disclos- 
ing identifiers used in their own direct communications 
with those users that might compromise a user's ano- 
nymity or enable other suppliers to contact those users 
directly with unsolicited messages. In particular, as will 
be clear from the description of pretended embodiments 
below, such ISP-generated user identifiers enable user 
profile infonnatlon held by several cooperating entities 
to contribute to the overall selection and supply of per- 
sonalised Infomiation and services to users. Having the 
capability to consistently identify users Is In turn key to 
the different entities being able to use their own user 
profile information on those users to contribute to an im- 
proved overall service without needing to disclose the 
contents of those profiles. 

[0026] In a prefen^ed embodiment of the present in- 
vention, on recognising an opportunity to supply person- 
alised information, for example the detecting, by the us- 
er access monitor 315, of an access request message 
being sent from a user's terminal equipment 100 to the 
intemet 105, information personalisation module 325 
selects one or more predetermined infonmation suppli- 
ers 1 1 0 selected as being of potential interest to the user 
according to data recorded in that user's profile (320), 
and sends a message to each selected supplier 110 via 
the supplier interface module 330 to invite the supply of 
personalised infonmation to the identified user (100). 
Any returned information is processed by the Informa- 
tion personalisation module 325 and, for example, in- 
serted into or associated with response data returned 
separately from the Internet 1 05 in response to the mon- 
itored user access request message. 
[0027] As will be described below, further variations 
to the above arrangement may be implemented using 
the functionality of an ISP server 300 according to pre- 
ferred embodiments of the present invention. For exam- 
ple, the ISP sen/er 300 enables user profiles being held 



by two third party entities to be used in combination to 
select infonmation for presentation to a user. For exam- 
ple, a content provider holding a profile for a user may, 
by means of the functionality implemented on the ISP 
5 server 300, request that an advertisement from a select- 
ed retailer, also holding a profile for the same user, be 
provided and inserted Into content being posted by the 
content provider for presentation by the ISP server to 
that user. 

10 [0028] While the following detailed description of pre- 
ferred embodiments of the present invention will be de- 
scribed in the context of the Intemet, it will be clear to 
the skilled person that the invention may be applied to 
other online and offline situations where user profiles 

IS held by different but cooperating entities may be used 
in offering an improved overall infomnation-based serv- 
ice to users, but without those entities actually exchang- 
ing or othenvise disclosing the contents of their respec- 
tively held profiles on those users. 

20 

Establishing a common user reference - online 

embodiment 

[0029] As discussed in overview above with reference 

25 to Figure 3, the infonmation personalisation module 325 
is arranged to generate unique Identifiers for some or 
for all users subscribing to the internet service provided 
from the ISP sen/er 300. Such identifiers may be used 
as a common identifier for identifying those users to re- 

30 spective infonmation suppliers 110. However, as men- 
tioned above with reference to Figure 2, entities such as 
the ISP (B) and supplier (A) may already be using a dif- 
ferent alias or other identifier to recognise a particular 
user(C). Therefore, in orderforthe ISP-generated iden- 

35 tifiers to be useful, each entity, including the ISP (B), 
should establish a cross-reference or mapping between 
an ISP-generated identifier • a so-called "common ref- 
erence" to a user - and any aliases by which the respec- 
tive entity already recognises those particular users. It 

40 is possible, of course, that all entities, Including the user 
(C), may adopt the ISP-generated common reference 
as the single identifier for that user so that mappings 
between identifiers are not required. While adoption of 
the ISP-generated common reference may be an option 

45 for new entities, e.g. a new infonmation supplier, others 
would generally prefer to be able to make use of any 
existing user profiles built up over time, and to facilitate 
that an entity needs to be able to establish a cross-ref- 
erence between the ISP-generated common reference 

50 for a user and the alias by which the user is already iden- 
tified to that entity. 

[0030] A preferred process for establishing a common 
reference between an ISP server 300 and a particular 
Information supplier 110 will now be described with ref- 
55 erence to Figure 4, using the references of Figure 2. 
[0031] Refemng to Figure 4, processing begins at 
STEP 400 with the infonmation personalisation module 
325 of ISP server 300 (B) generating a unique identifier 
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Rc - the common reference - for user C in respect of a 
supplier 110 (A). At STEP 405, module 325, for the ISP 
B, stores a mapping g between the common reference 
Rc and the alias U^c used by the ISP B to Identify the 
user C such that 

Rc = g(Uc) 

and hence 

U^-g\Rc) 

[0032] At STEP 410, module 325 of ISP server 300 
(B) sends the common reference to the user C. It is 
not necessary for the user C to be aware of the existence 
of the reference Hq. It may be embedded in a hyperlink 
contained within an invitation to the user C to confimri 
(by clicl<ing on the hyperlink) an interest in potentially 
receiving personalised infomnation from the supplier A, 
If, at STEP 415, the user C recognises the supplier A as 
one the user C has already supplied an atlas 11^^ to, 
then at STEP 420 user C sends its alias U^c supplier 
A together with the ISP-generated common reference 
Rc- However, if at STEP 415 user C has not previously 
supplied an alias to supplier A. then at STEP 425 user 
C generates a preferred alias U^^ for use with that sup- 
plier A before processing proceeds to STEP 420. At 
STEP 430, on receiving the user C's alias U'^c ^"^1 the 
reference R^. supplier A is able to store a mapping f 
between the alias for user C, already known or newly 
notified, and the ISP-generated common reference for 
the user C, Rq, such that 

Rc = KUc) 

and hence 

=f\Rc) 

[0033] Having established the common reference Rq 
for the user C In respect of the supplier A, the ISP B is 
able to use Rq to identify the user C when communicat- 
ing with the supplier A, for example to invite the supply 
of personalised infomnation for the user C, without dis- 
closing the alias U^c used by the ISP to communicate 
with the user C directly. Similarly, the ISP B does not 
need to be aware of the alias U^c u^®^ u®®'' ^ 
communications with the supplier A. 
[0034] Preferably, the above-described process may 
be initiated by the infomiation personalisation module 
325 of the ISP server 300 in respect of each information 
supplier 110 known to the ISP B, so that the ISP server 
300 establishes a list of common references for each 
user (100) in respect of those suppliers 110. 



[0O35] It will be clear that the above process does not 
need to be executed in Isolation. For example, the proc- 
ess of establishing a common reference for a user may 
be built into a first transaction involving the supply of 
5 Information from a supplier A via an ISP B serving mo- 
bile users, as will be clear from a preferred "offline" em- 
bodiment to be described below with reference to Figure 
5, again using the references of Figure 2. 

10 Establishing a common reference - offline embodiment 

[0036] Refemng to Rgure 5, a flow diagram is provid- 
ed to show the steps in operation of a preferred process 
for establishing a common reference for a user C in re- 

15 spect of a supplier A as part of a process for conveying 
an offer, e.g. an advertisement for a discount in a shop, 
to subscribing users of a mobile ISP B. In this embodi- 
ment of the present invention, user C is a mobile phone 
user able to communicate with the ISP B using the small 

20 messaging service (SMS) for example. As with the proc- 
ess described above with reference to Figure 4, the 
process steps attributable to the ISP sen/er 300 are pref- 
erably executed under the control of the infomnation per- 
sonalisation module 325 of the preferred ISP server 

25 300. 

[0037] Processing begins at STEP 500 with receipt, 
by the ISP B. of an offer O from a supplier A. For exam- 
ple the offer O may be an advertisement for a discount 
on goods or services where supplier A is a retailer or 

30 other service provider, the offer O being directed to sub- 
scribing users of the ISP B. The ISP B may have nego- 
tiated with the supplier A to make a special offer to its 
users (C), or the supplier A may have approached the 
ISP B with an offer O for consideration. At STEP 505, 

35 the ISP B assigns at least one contact point N(0) in re- 
spect of the offer O and sends N(0) to the supplier A. 
For example, the contact point N{0) may be a telephone 
number specifically selected by the ISP B for use with 
this particular offer, the intention being that a user inter- 

40 ested In the offer 0 would contact the assigned number 
N(0) to receive details from the ISP B. 
[0038] At STEP 510, the supplier A, or alternatively 
the ISP B, advertises the offer O, including in the adver- 
tisement the contact point N(0) . At STEP 5 1 5 a user C. 

45 on seeing the advertised offer O, sends an SMS mes- 
sage to the advertised contact number N(0) from their 
mobile telephone. The SMS message is received by the 
ISP B. At STEP 520, the ISP B identifies the user C from 
the received SMS message, for example by means of 

50 the user's mobile telephone number embedded within 
the message, or by means of another predetemiined ali- 
as U®Q used by the user C when communicating with 
the ISP B. At STEP 525 the ISP B generates a unique 
identifier R^ - a common reference - for use in Identifying 

55 the user C in respect of the supplier A, At STEP 530 the 
ISP B stores a mapping g between the common refer- 
ence Rc and the alias U^^ (e.g. user C's mobile tele- 
phone number) by which the ISP B already identifies us- 
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er C. such that 

Rc = g(u?) 

[0039] At STEP 535, the iSP B sends details of the 
offer O to the user C via SMS, together with the common 
reference R^. At STEP 540, the user C presents the of- 
fer O and the identifier to the supplier A. User C may 
identify itself to the supplier A using an alias U^c* 
example one used previously in transactions with the 
supplier A and one by which the supplier A would rec- 
ognise the user C. At STEP 545, the supplier A is then 
in a position to store a mapping f between the common 
reference Rc generated by the ISP B, and the alias U^c 
supplied by the user C, such that 

[0040] Supplier A then executes the offer O in respect 
of the user C, for example user C makes a purchase 
from supplier A at a discount price advertised in the offer 
O. 

[0041 ] Having executed the process described above 
with reference to Figure 5, as for the process of Figure 
4, supplier A is thereafter able to recognise the user C 
from the ISP-generated common reference Rq. The ref- 
erence Rq may be used to facilitate use of profile infor- 
mation held separately by the two cooperating entities, 
the ISP B and the supplier A in this case, without either 
entity disclosing the contents of their respectively held 
profiles on the user C. 

[0042] As a variation to the process described above 
with reference to Figure 5, steps 505 to 515, involving 
assignment and advertising of a contact point N(0) and 
contacting by the user C of the contact point N(0) to 
receive details of the offer O, may be replaced with the 
steps of advertising the offer O by the ISP B (or the sup- 
plier A) and supply by the user C, in an SMS message 
to the ISP B (or to the supplier A), of the user C's mobile 
telephone or other number to be used subsequently by 
the ISP B (or by the supplier A), at STEP 535, to send 
details of the offer O in an SMS message to userC. Such 
a variation avoids the need to assign offer-specific con- 
tact points N(0). 

Offline personalised information facility, common 
reference already established 

[0043] A prefen^ed offline process will now be de- 
scribed with reference to Figure 6 and further, with ref- 
erence to the apparatus of Figure 3, to illustrate use of 
an already established common reference Rc for the 
supply of a personalised message to a user C. 
[0044] Referring to the flow diagram of Figure 6, the 
process begins at STEP 600 when the ISP B recognises 
an opportunity to supply a personalised message to a 



user C. This recognition step may be implemented in a 
number of different ways, preferably under the control 
of the infomnation personalisation module 325 of the 
preferred ISP server 300 using stored profile information 

5 (320) on the user C. For example, the profile for user C 
may specify that the user C is happy to receive one per- 
sonalised advertising message per day. Altematlvely, 
the ISP server 300 may simply be monitoring (315) the 
user C's internet browsing activity and recognise an op- 

10 portunity to insert some advertising material into web 
pages being accessed by the user C. 
[0045] Having recognised such an opportunity, infor- 
mation personalisation module 325, at STEP 605, se- 
lects a supplier A from among suppliers known to the 

15 ISP B, for which it has already generated a common ref- 
erence Rc for the user C. The choice of supplier in this 
selection step is preferably made according to the con- 
tents of the user profile held by the ISP on the user C. 
The ISP B sends a message to the selected supplier A, 

20 including the reference Rc to Identify the user C, inviting 
the supplier A to supply personalised information, for ex- 
ample a personalised advertisement or special offer, for 
the user C. At STEP 610, the selected supplier A uses 
the eariier stored mapping f to translate the reference 

25 into the alias U^c which the supplier recognises 
the user C and by which the supplier indexes Its store 
of user profiles. At STEP 615 the supplier A generates 
a personalised message Yq, selected according to the 
contents of a user profile held by the supplier A on the 

30 user C, and sends the message to the ISP B, logging 
the message against the alias U^c- 
[0046] On receiving the personalised message Yq, 
the ISP server 300 (B) arranges for the message Y^ to 
be presented to the user C using one of a number of 

35 possible techniques. In the case of a mobile telephone 
user, the ISP server 300 may send the message as 
an SMS message to the user C's mobile telephone. For 
a user browsing the internet, the message Y^ may be 
inserted into a web page being accessed by the user C. 

40 or made available by means of a hyperlink embedded 
into such a web page. 

[0047] At STEP 625, if the personalised message Yq 
is for example an offer of a special discount to the user 
C for purchase of goods from the supplier A, then the 

45 user C may contact the supplier A, for example by phys- 
ically visiting the supplier's shop, identifying him or her- 
self using the alias U^q so that the supplier A may rec- 
ognise the user C as the target of the logged personal- 
ised message Yq, from STEP 61 5, and execute the per- 

50 sonalised offer. 

Online embodiment, common reference already 
established 

55 [0048] There will now be described, with reference to 
Figure 7, a process according to a further preferred em- 
bodiment of the present invention to enable user profiles 
held by two entities other than the ISP to be used in com- 
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bination to provide personalised information for presen- 
tation to a user of the ISP, the ISP being the controlling 
entity in enabling the two other entitles to cooperate. The 
process will be described in the particular context of a 
content provider D (125) and an information supplier A 
(110) cooperating to present personalised information 
to a user C (1 00), by means of an ISP B (300). However, 
it will be clear that the process may be applied to any 
two or more entities linked to a communications sen/Ice 
provider of which an ISP is one example. It is assumed 
once again that a common reference has already been 
established by the ISP B for a user C with respect to 
infomnation supplier A. 

[0049] Referring to Figure 7, the process begins at 
STEP 700 when ISP B*s server 300 receives a request 
from a content provider D to obtain personalised infor- 
mation for Inclusion In content intended for presentation 
to a user C . The content provider D may identify the user 
C to the ISP B using whatever identifier was visible to 
the content provider server 125 when, for example, the 
user C was browsing web pages, via the ISP B, created 
and hosted by the content provider D*s server 125. In 
particular, the content provider D may identify the user 
C from an IP address included in a received HTTP ac- 
cess request message sent from the user C's temninal 
equipment 100. At STEP 705, the ISP B's server 300 
identifies the user C from the identifier supplied by the 
content provider D, e.g. the user's IP address. The ISP 
server 300 Is able to identify the user C, for example the 
user C's alias U^c ^^^^ address. 
[0050] At STEP 71 0, the ISP B selects a known infor- 
mation supplier A, selected for example on the basis of 
a user profile (320) held by the ISP B on the user C, or 
because the infomnation supplier A was specified in the 
request received from the content provider D at STEP 
700, and obtains the preallocated common reference 
Rc for the user C in respect of that selected infomnation 
supplier A. At STEP 715, the ISP B sends a message 
to the selected information supplier A Including an invi- 
tation to supply personalised information to the user C, 
identifying the user C in the message by the common 
reference R^. As in preferred embodiments described 
above, the information supplier A is then able to use any 
profile infomnation it has stored for the user C to gener- 
ate personalised infomnation for that user. The informa- 
tion supplier A firstly translates the previously estab- 
lished common reference R^ into a known alias U^^. for 
the user C to obtain any corresponding profile informa- 
tion. On generating the personalised information, sup- 
plier A then either sends the personalised information 
as a whole to the ISP B, or sends a URL for the respec- 
tive data set to the ISP B. 

[0051] At STEP 720, the ISP B's server 300 receives 
some personalised information or a URL for that infor- 
mation for the user C, sent by the information supplier 
A, and forwards it to the content provider D's sen/er 1 25 
for inclusion in content intended for presentation to user 
C. At STEP 725, the ISP B's server 300 receives new 



content from the content provider D's server 1 25, includ- 
ing the personalised infomnation, or a hyperlink to it, 
from the information supplier A (110) for presentation to 
the user C. 

5 [0052] It will be readily apparent to a skilled person in 
this field that the above described embodiments may be 
altered and combined in a number of ways while remain- 
ing within the scope of the present invention. In partic- 
ular, It will be clear that the roles of the ISP server 300 
10 and an information supplier 1 1 0 may be reversed as re- 
gards the allocation of a common reference for a user 
(1 00) and in other respects as described above with ref- 
erence to the operation of an information personalisa- 
tion module 325. Similarly, it will be clear that embodi- 
es ments of the present invention may be used in many 
different applications, including electronic trading sys- 
tems, advertising systems and other applications requir- 
ing the generation and supply of personalised infomna- 
tion where two or more parties are involved in using user 
20 profiles to tailor their services to the interests or require- 
ments of a particular user. 



Claims 

25 

1 . A method of accessing personalised infomnation for 
presentation to a user of an infomnation system, 
comprising the steps of: 

30 (i) Identifying at least one supplier of personal- 

ised infomnation; 

(il) allocating a unique identifier for use with 
said at least one supplier of personalised infor- 
mation in identifying said user; 

35 (iii) sending a message to said at least one sup- 

plier of personalised information inviting the 
supply of personalised infomnation In respect of 
said user, identifying said user in the message 
using said unique identifier; and 

40 (iv) receiving, from said at least one supplier of 

personalised Information, at least a pointer to 
personalised information for presentation to 
said user. 

45 2, A method according to Claim 1 , wherein at step (I), 
identifying said at least one supplier of personalised 
infomnation comprises accessing a user profile 
stored in respect of said user and using infomnation 
from said user profile to Identify a supplier of infor- 

so mation relevant to said user. 

3. A method according to Claim 1 or Claim 2, including 
the step of recognising an opportunity to supply per- 
sonalised information to said user. 

55 

4. A method according to Claim 3, wherein said rec- 
ognising step comprises monitoring requests for ac- 
cess to Infonnation by said user, selecting one said 
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request for access and associating, with a response 
thereto, at least a pointer to personalised informa- 
tion for presentation to said user. 

5. A nnethod according to Claim 3, wherein said rec- 
ognising step comprises accessing a user profile 
stored in respect of said user and using the infor- 
mation contained therein to identify an opportunity 
for supplying personalised information to said user. 

6. A method of generating personalised information 
for presentation to a user of an infomnation system, 
comprising the steps of: 

(i) storing, with a first server of said system, a '5 
user profile in respect of said user; 
(il) storing, with a second server of said system, 
a further user profile in respect of said user; 

(iii) allocating a unique Identifier for use in iden- 
tifying said user in communications between 20 
said first and second servers; 

(iv) identifying an opportunity, by said first serv- 
er, according to said user profile, to supply per- 
sonalised information to said user; 

(v) generating, at said first server, a message 25 
for sending to said second server Inviting the 
supply of personalised information to said user, 
identifying said user using said unique identifi- 
er; 

(vi) generating, at said second server, in re- 30 
sponse to said message, according to said fur- 
ther user profile, at least a pointer to personal- 
ised infonnation for presentation to said user. 

7. An apparatus for accessing personalised informa- 35 
tion for presentation to users of said apparatus, 
comprising: 

an interface for accessing at least one supplier 
of personalised infonnation; ^0 
means for allocating a unique identifierfor a us- 
er in respect of a supplier of personalised infor- 
mation; and 

means for requesting, from a supplier of per- 
sonalised Information, at least a pointer to per- 
sonalised infonnation for presentation to a us- 
er, identifying said user in said request using a 
respective allocated unique identifier for said 
user. 

50 
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The $uWect-n»tter claimed in clainw 1-6 
falls under the provisions of Article 
52(2) and (3) EPC, such subject-niatter 
relating to a method of doing business as 
such. 



Claim 7 relates to a conventional 
apparatus for perfomring the business 
method of c1a1msU6. Although this claim 
does not literally belong to the method 
category. H essentially claims protection 
for the sOTe cowBercial effect as the 
method claims. The Search Division 
considers that searching this 
subject-matter would serve no useful 
purpose. It Is not at present apparent how 
the subject-matter of the present claims 
may be considered defensible in any 
subsequent examination phase in front of 
the EPO with regard to the provisions of 
Articles 54 and 56 EPC (novelty. Inventive 
step); see also Guidelines B-VII» 1-6. 

The applicant's attention is drawn to the 
fact that a search may be carried out 
during exaai nation following a declaration 
of no search under Rule 45 EPC. should the 

Eroblems which led to the declaration 
eing issued be overcome (see EPC 
Guideline C-VI, 8.5). 
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